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DEFINITION 

Visual quality ratings: 

�„  Vividness: 
Low = mundane or nondescript 
landscape; Moderate = some features 
with striking or attractive attributes 
High = presence of dominant feature or 
collection of features that is distinctive or 
memorable 

�„  Intactness: 
Low = built features placed without 
sensitivity to or in conflict with natural or 
existing setting 
Moderate = -built features somewhat 
response to natural or existing setting 
High = natural and built components in 
balance and harmony with each other 
and their relationship to the landscape 

�„  Unity: 
Low = reduced integrity due loss of 
landscape from view or the prevalence of 
incompatible structures due to conflicting 
scales, colors, or purposes 
Moderate = presence of some features 
not compatible with the existing 
landscape, or a loss of part of the 
landscape from view 

5.5  Visual Quality 

Highways and bridges affect the visual character of the surrounding 
landscapes. Changes in transportation facilities are of keen interest to local 
residents and jurisdictions. This section describes and evaluates the 
potential effects of the project on existing visual resources and their 
context. It is based on the Visual Quality and Aesthetics Discipline Report 
Addendum and Errata (Attachment 7).  

How would the project affect visual quality? 

Under the Preferred Alternative and all the SDEIS design options, the 
project would result in wider bridges and roadways that would be shifted 
from the existing alignment in some areas and raised or lowered. The views 
most affected would be in the vicinity of the Portage Bay Bridge, the 
Montlake area, and the wetlands in Washington Park Arboretum. The 
Preferred Alternative and the SDEIS options would provide lids over 
SR 520; these lids would result in lost views of the surroundings and open 
sky for motorists, but would improve visual quality looking toward the lids. 

As part of the analysis, the project team selected views and corresponding 
viewpoints and took photographs for visualizations from these viewpoints. 
Exhibit 5.5-1 shows the location of the visualizations presented in this 
section. (The Visual Quality Discipline Report Addendum and Errata in 
Attachment 7 includes more visualizations than are presented here.) While 
the visualizations are purposefully limited in their field of view because the 
focal length of the camera is set to match the human eye field of view 
(without peripheral vision), the overall visual analysis considers the entire 
view. The visualizations provide an accurate representation of the scale of a 
structure in relation to other objects as seen from the viewpoint. Effects on 
each landscape unit are described in the following sections.  
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Roanoke Landscape Unit 

Preferred Alternative 

Under the Preferred Alternative (and all SDEIS options), the overall 
character and quality of this landscape unit would improve as a result of the 
presence of the 10th Avenue East/Delmar Drive East lid (Table 5.5-1). The 
visual character of the neighborhoods and commercial area would not 
change, but the area would be less dominated by the roadway.  

Table 5.5-1. Visual Quality in the Roanoke Landscape Unit 

 Vividness Intactness Unity 

Existing Moderate Low High in neighborhoods 
Low near I-5 and SR 520 

Preferred 
Alternative and all 
SDEIS options 

Moderate Moderate Moderate 

 

The 10th Avenue East/Delmar Drive East lid would provide a continuous 
landscape between neighborhoods. The landscaped lid could also recreate a 
more substantial connection between Interlaken Park and the reconstructed 
Bagley Viewpoint. The new Bagley Viewpoint proposed to be on the lid 
would be different from the original park, but would be designed to take 
advantage of the extra space created by the lid for the panoramic vista of 
Lake Washington and the Cascade Mountains. The view is currently 
screened by tree canopy. The areas to the north and south of the lid surface 
would be planted to reestablish the tree buffer and the street trees that were 
removed for construction.  

Options A, K, and L  

Options A, K, and L would provide some additional improvement as a 
result of the I-5 lid, which is not included in the Preferred Alternative. The 
photos to the right show the bicycle-pedestrian bridge of the Preferred 
Alternative (upper) and the I-5 lid of Options A, K, and L.  

Portage Bay Landscape Unit 

Under the Preferred Alternative, as with all the SDEIS options, the overall 
character and quality of this landscape unit would not change as a result of 
the new Portage Bay Bridge (Table 5.5-2).  

Table 5.5-2. Visual Quality in the Portage Bay Landscape Unit 

 Vividness Intactness Unity 

Existing High Moderate High 

Preferred Alternative and all SDEIS 
options 

High Moderate to 
high 

High 

The I-5 bike-pedestrian bridge and the 10th 
Ave. East/Delmar Dr. East lid under the 

Preferred Alternative 

The I-5 lid and the 10th Ave. East/Delmar Dr. 
East lid under Options A, K, and L 
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The final span length and column spacing have yet to be determined. 
Columns of the bridge are now approximately 100 feet apart. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, pending final design, the span length for the Preferred 
Alternative would range from 116 feet to 300 feet. For purposes of the 
visualizations shown on Exhibits 5.5-2 and 5.5-3, the options show a variety 
of features and column widths to demonstrate possible combinations of 
features. Final design will include work with community members and the 
Seattle Design Commission to determine appropriate aesthetic treatment 
for the bridge. 
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Preferred Alternative 

Views around the bridge from low-lying land or from the water would 
either remain the same as today or be more open. Intactness of views would 
range from moderate to high depending on the location of the viewpoint.  

Under the Preferred Alternative, the east end of the Portage Bay Bridge 
would remain at its current location on the north side, and views toward the 
bridge from the NOAA Northwest Fisheries Science Center would not 
change (see Exhibit 5.5-2). The south side of the new bridge would be 
closer to the Montlake Playfield than it is currently, but the structure would 
still be seasonally screened by the existing tree canopy. At the west side of 
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Portage Bay, the bridge would be wider to the north, which would affect 
views from the homes next to the north side of the bridge because the 
bridge would be more dominant in eastward views.  

The wider new bridge and the addition of structures such as traffic barriers 
on top of the bridge structure or arch designs between columns would 
increase the physical bulk of the bridge (see Exhibit 5.5-3). This would 
make the bridge somewhat more dominant in north/south or eastward 
views, but the change would not affect overall visual quality since the bridge 
is already a dominant feature of the view in those directions. The areas 
under and around the west end of the bridge would be landscaped after 
construction and new views, primarily from the water, would open up along 
Boyer Avenue.  

Under the Preferred Alternative, views for drivers on the new Portage Bay 
Bridge would be diminished from today’s views due to the use of the 
4-foot-tall traffic barriers and the addition of the planted median. 
Depending on their height, spacing, and density, small shrubs that would be 
planted in the median could also obscure side views of the Portage Bay area 
over the traffic barriers (across the oncoming traffic lanes). Eastward views 
of the Cascade Mountains and Lake Washington would still be panoramic, 
but the expansiveness of these views would be reduced by the traffic 
barriers and median plantings. If the same type and size of traffic barriers 
(4-foot) were applied to Options A, K, and L, the views from the bridge 
would be the same as for the Preferred Alternative. 

Option A 

The visual quality effects of Option A would be similar to the Preferred 
Alternative. However, under Option A, the east end of the new Portage 
Bridge near the NOAA facility would be farther north, which would change 
the character of that part of the campus and would encroach on views over 
Portage Bay to the west.  

The driver’s experience of the Portage Bay Bridge would change because of 
the greater width of the bridge compared to its current width. Both 
Option A and Option K would include standard traffic barriers (lower than 
the 4-foot barriers included in the Preferred Alternative). Views would be 
panoramic eastward as they are today; however the view of open water 
would decrease if the recommended noise walls were installed that would 
block lateral views and diminish the panorama.  

Option K 

Option K would result in effects identical to those of Option A, except that 
without the Option A auxiliary ramp, the eastern half of the bridge would 
be 35 feet narrower than under Option A. The decreased width from 
Option A would noticeably decrease the visual effects on the NOAA 
campus, but would not be discernible from most other viewpoints. 
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Option K Suboption 

�’ The addition of an eastbound off-ramp to Montlake Boulevard would 
be similar to the existing eastbound off-ramp and would not affect any 
views.  

Option L 

Option L would result in effects similar to those of Option K except that 
the presence of noise walls at some locations would make the roadway 
appear more massive when seen from outside of the roadway. In addition, 
the recommended noise walls would block lateral views for motorists on 
the bridge. This would result in an overall reduction in the quality of the 
scenic views experienced while driving across or looking at the Portage Bay 
Bridge. 

Montlake Landscape Unit 

The Preferred Alternative and all of the SDEIS options would result in 
changes to visual character and quality in the Montlake area (Table 5.5-3).  

The Preferred Alternative, like SDEIS Option A, would change views 
primarily by enlarging the existing Montlake interchange, while SDEIS 
Options K and L include additional structures in the McCurdy Park and 
East Montlake Park areas that would be highly visible to motorists and park 
users. Option K includes an interchange and tunnel configuration that 
would require tall retaining walls at the tunnel entrance and columns to 
support the SR 520 main line. Option L includes an elevated interchange 
over the main line and a new bridge through East Montlake Park and over 
the Montlake Cut. 

Preferred Alternative 

Effects on visual quality in the Montlake area under the Preferred 
Alternative would be comparable to those of SDEIS Option A in general, 
but with fewer effects at the NOAA campus. The character of the NOAA 
Northwest Fisheries Science Center would be changed by the addition of a 
ramp to the Bill Dawson Trail. This ramp would occupy a portion of the 

Table 5.5-3. Visual Quality in the Montlake Landscape Unit 

 Vividness Intactness Unity 

Existing High Low Low 

Preferred Alternative High Low to moderate Low to 
moderate 

Option A High Low to moderate Low to 
moderate 

Option K Moderate to high Low to moderate Low 

Option L Moderate to high Low Low 
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landscaped east slope and reshape the slope. As with Options K and L, 
there would be little effect on the visual quality of views from the NOAA 
campus toward SR 520 because no buildings would be removed from the 
NOAA facility under the Preferred Alternative. The three-story research 
buildings would continue to act as a physical barrier and visual buffer 
against the roadway.  

The Preferred Alternative, like all the SDEIS design options, would widen 
SR 520 to the north and remove mature roadside trees and shrubs that now 
provide a pleasant green edge along the roadway south of the Shelby-
Hamlin neighborhood. The removal of these trees would change the view 
from several homes and from East Montlake Park.  

The Preferred Alternative’s 1,400-foot lid would fully cover SR 520, 
providing visual and spatial connectivity between north and south Montlake 
(Exhibit 5.5-4). The Montlake lid would hide the freeway, providing 
positive visual changes for pedestrians, cyclists, and motorists on Montlake 
Boulevard, Lake Washington Boulevard, and 24th Avenue East, as well as 
for residents of the homes on Lake Washington Boulevard that currently 
overlook SR 520. However, the east lid portal and the elevated ramps onto 
the lid would dramatically change the character and quality of views from 
East Montlake Park, the Arboretum Waterfront Trail at Marsh Island, and 
the Waterfront Activities Center at the University of Washington 
(Exhibit 5.5-5). From these sensitive locations, the structures would be 
prominent because of their size and because the existing tree buffers would 
be gone and difficult to replace due to space limitations. The lid walls and 
elevated ramp columns would also dominate motorists’ views from the 
roadway as they approach or exit the lid.  

Similar to the SDEIS design options, the Preferred Alternative would 
change McCurdy Park, the Museum of History and Industry (MOHAI) 
building and parking lot, and a portion of East Montlake Park into roadway 
and a stormwater treatment wetland. The result of this would be high levels 
of change to the visual character of the landscape from the viewpoint of 
motorists and adjacent residents. However, the stormwater treatment 
wetland would be a positive change because replacing the large asphalt 
parking lot with a natural-appearing wetland would be more consistent with 
the appearance of the shoreline and wetlands of Union Bay and the 
Arboretum. Landscape treatment and a new, smaller parking lot to serve 
park users would restore East Montlake Park’s functions and establish 
visual unity with the surrounding area. 

In the MOHAI-East Montlake Park area, the east portal of the Montlake lid 
would be visible, which would reduce vividness, intactness, and unity for 
views toward SR 520. Vividness would remain high in the Montlake Cut 
area because the new bascule bridge would be designed as an appropriate 
architectural companion to the existing historic bridge. The new bascule  
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bridge would not be noticeable from Rainier Vista, nor would it affect the 
Montlake Boulevard NE/Pacific Street NE intersection.  
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